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MESSAGE REPEATER AND METHOD OF
OPERATION

BACKGROUND OF THE INVENTION

This mvention relates generally to trains and other rail
vehicles and more particularly to systems and methods for
wireless communication with trains.

It 1s known to control braking, throttle, and other train
functions remotely using distributed power control systems
for locomotives (hereinafter Distributed Power or DP sys-
tems or simply DP), in which the operation of one or more
remote locomotives (or group of locomotives forming a loco-
motive remote) 1s remotely controlled from the lead locomo-
tive of the train, or an external site such as a control tower, by
way ol a radio or hard-wired communication system. One
such radio-based DP system 1s commercially available under
the trade name LOCOTROL, and 1s described in U.S. Pat. No.
4,582,280 (heremaftter “the *280 patent™).

Such systems often use radio repeaters to assist distributed
power lead units 1n linking and commanding their remotes.
For example, repeaters may be used 1n hilly territory, tunnels,
or other areas where there 1s not a clear line-of-sight between
the lead unit and remote.

These repeaters add additional radio traffic to the commu-
nication channel. In areas with heavy radio tratfic, such as rail
yards, the repeater activity can cause saturation in an already-
heavily congested channel, and prohibit trains from linking or
commanding remotes. The radio traflic congestion can be
climinated by disabling the repeater operation entirely; how-

ever this 1s an 1nefficient solution because 1t defeats the very
purpose of having the repeaters 1n place.

BRIEF SUMMARY OF THE INVENTION

These and other shortcomings of the prior art are addressed
by the present invention, which provides a method for ana-
lyzing message traific and adjusting repeater behavior to
reduce congestion.

According to one aspect of the mvention, a method 1s
provided for operating a distributed power repeater for a train
system. The method includes: (a) monitoring all radio tratiic
on a wireless communications channel used by the repeater to
relay distributed power commands between a plurality of
transmitters and receivers disposed on a plurality of trains for
distributed power control of the trains; (b) determining the
level of channel loading on the communications channel; (c¢)
comparing the channel loading to a predetermined limait; (d) 1f
the channel loading is less than the predetermined limut,
relaying messages over the wireless communications channel
at a first activity level; and (e) if the channel loading exceeds
the predetermined limit, relaying messages over the wireless
communications channel at a second activity level less than
the first activity level.

According to another aspect of the invention, a distributed
power repeater 1s provided for a train system. The repeater 1s
programmed to: (a) monitor all radio traific on a wireless
communications channel used by the repeater to relay distrib-
uted power commands between a plurality of transmitters and
receivers disposed on a plurality of trains for distributed
power control of the trains; (b) determine the level of channel
loading on the communications channel; (¢) compare the
channel loading to a predetermined limait; (d) 1f the channel
loading 1s less than the predetermined limit, relay messages
over the wireless communications channel at a first activity
level;, and (e) 11 the channel loading exceeds the predeter-
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mined limit, relay messages over the wireless communica-
tions channel at a second activity level less than the first
activity level.

BRIEF DESCRIPTION OF THE DRAWINGS

The invention may be best understood by reference to the
following description taken 1n conjunction with the accom-
panying drawing figures in which:

FIG. 1 1s a schematic view of a train incorporating a dis-
tributed power and message repeater system constructed
according to an aspect of the present invention; and

FIG. 2 1s a block diagram 1llustrating the operation of a
message repeater according to an aspect of the present inven-
tion.

DETAILED DESCRIPTION OF THE INVENTION

Referring to the drawings wherein identical reference
numerals denote the same elements throughout the various
views, FIG. 1 depicts a train 10 having a distributed power
system, which 1n turn incorporates a message repeater system
constructed according to an aspect of the present invention.
The train 10 1mcludes a plurality of coupled cars 12, and two
or more locomotives or other units which provide tractive
force, referred to herein generally as “power units”. The indi-
vidual cars 12 are coupled together by a brake pipe 16 that
conveys air pressure changes specified by individual air brake
controllers 1n the power units. As used herein, the term ““air
brake controller” refers generally to one or more components
which cooperate to selectively hold or release pressure from
the brake pipe 16 and which may include mechanical valves,
electrical or electronic controls associated with those valves,
or combinations thereof. Fach of the cars 12 1s provided with
a known type of air brake system which functions to apply air
brakes on the car 12 upon a pressure drop in the brake pipe 16
and to release the air brakes upon a pressure rise.

One of the power units, typically at the front of the train 10,
1s designated as a “lead unit” or “lead” 14 A, while the remain-
ing power units are designated as “remote units™ or “remotes”
14B. The lead unit 14 A includes a lead radio transceiver 20A
which functions to receive and transmit radio frequency (RF)
communications over a wireless intra-consist communica-
tions channel. (A *“‘consist” 1s a group of one or more loco-
motives or other power units 1 a train.) The specific fre-
quency band and data format of the communications channel
1s not critical. In one example, four discrete FM half-duplex
channels 1 the UHF frequency band are available concur-
rently, and communications are sent over the selected using a
serial binary code that 1s frequency-shift-keying (“FSK™)
encoded.

The lead unit 14A also includes a lead distributed power
(DP) processor 22A that 1s operably connected to the lead
transceiver 20A, to the power unit’s power controls (e.g.,
throttle and reverser), and to the lead brake controller 18A. It
1s noted that, 1n the figures, the lines shown connecting 1ndi-
vidual devices or components represent their logical or func-
tional interconnections and need not be physical connections.
For example, 1n some implementations these connections
may take the form of messages on a data network.

The remote unit 14B 1s equipped with a remote transceiver
20B, remote DP processor 22B, and remote brake controller
18B, corresponding to the stmilar components 1n the lead unit
14A. It will be understood that the power units may be 1den-
tically equipped, and that any of the power units may function
as a lead unit 14A or a remote unit 14B depending upon
setting of controls 1n the individual units. Furthermore, sub-
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sequent references to actions or operations of the lead unit
14A and/or the remote umts 14B will be understood to
encompass operations that are carried out by the transceivers
20, DP processors 22, and/or brake controllers as well.

One or more ofl board repeaters 24 are disposed within
radio communication distance of the train 10 for relaying
communications transmitted between the lead unit 14A and
one of the remote units 14B. The off board repeater 24 would
typically be used 1n a situation where direct communications
between the lead unit 14A and the remote units 14B are
hampered such as while the train 10 1s within a tunnel, or
where the line of sight 1s otherwise obscured. Off board
repeaters are also sometimes deployed at locations with
heavy rail traffic, such as rail yards, to assist with relaying
intra-consist communications. The repeater 24 includes a
transceiver 26 that operates under the control of one or more
processors 28 to intelligently relay (e.g., recetve and retrans-
mit) messages from lead units 14A to remote units 14B over
the wireless communications channel.

A control tower 30 or other fixed structure may also be
provided with a transceiver 32 for two-way communications
with the repeaters 24 or the train 10.

As noted above, radio messages are transmitted as a binary
code. The messages are formatted and transmitted using a
protocol that ensures message security and prevents remote
units 14B from responding to spurious transmissions. One
nonlimiting example of a suitable protocol 1s described in the
above-noted *280 patent. The details of the communications
protocol are beyond the scope of this description, but it will be
briefly summarized here.

Initially, a lead unit 14A will transmit a “link™” message,
which 1s encoded with unique 1dentifiers of both the lead unit
14 A and a remote unit 14B that 1s intended to be linked, to the
remote unit 14B. The i1dentifiers may be, for example, serial
numbers of the units. Once the lead unit 14A venfies through
reception ol a “link reply” that proper link message 1s
received, a uniquely identifiable commumnications “session’ 1s
considered to be nitiated between the lead unit 14A and the
remote unit 14B.

Thereatter, the lead unit 14A will send encoded commands
to the remote umt 14B over the communications channel.
Examples of commands include throttle notch settings,
reverser commands, service braking applications, emergency
brake applications, and the like. The remote DP system 22B
in the remote unit 14B receives and decodes these messages
and actuates the controls of the remote unit 14B accordingly.
It also sends a command reply to the lead unit 14 A over the
communications channel. The session will continue until 1t 1s
intentionally terminated, or 1t may “time out” 1f either (1) no
messages are recerved by the remote umit 14B 1n a designated
timeout period or (2) the remote unit 14B does not reply to the
lead unit’s command within a designated time interval.

If the lead unit 14 A 1s unable to mitially link with a remote
unit 14B or acommunications session 1s broken, 1t may repeat
the command or link message. After a certain number of
unsuccessiul message retries, the lead unit 14A may send a
message requesting that a repeater 24 assist in communica-
tions. Upon receipt of this “help request,” the repeater 24 will
begin to relay messages from the lead unit 14 A to the remote
unit 14B. The repeater 24 1s considered an “intelligent™
repeater 1n that 1t does not repeat all messages within its
reception range, only those where assistance has been
requested.

The distributed power system also includes a communica-
tions channel contention system for minimizing the probabil-
ity of multiple units transmitting on the same communication
channel at the same time and for insuring that the highest
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priority communications in each train 10 are transmuitted first
in time measured from the end of the latest transmission on
the radio communications channel.

For example, a combination of fixed and randomized time
intervals measured from the end of the latest transmission
may be assigned for making the various types of communi-
cations 1n the system. The random time periods are generated
in each unit’s microprocessor by a random number generator.
The count of the random number generator at the end of the
latest transmission 1s used to calculate the transmission delay
count based on the current status of the unit. The delay begins
immediately when a transmission 1s required to be made. If
the timer 1s still running, the transmission 1s delayed. If the
timer has run out, the transmission proceeds. Each unit makes
its transmission on a real time basis as soon as the condition
warranting the transmission has occurred and the requisite
time 1nterval of radio channel silence has elapsed from the
latest transmission on the channel. The primary principle of
operation of the channel contention system 1s that the first unit
to begin transmitting prevents the other units from transmit-
ting as a consequence of the above described transmission
time determining system 1n which the time interval of radio
channel silence 1s begun again. However, even with this chan-
nel contention system, there are a limited number of channels
and sessions available for use. When the number of trains 10
in a g1ven area 1s high, as would occur 1n a rail vard or similar
location, the possibility of channel saturation 1s present. The
repeater 24 1s programmed so as to operate using a process
that minimizes any contribution of 1ts own to radio traffic that
could lead to saturation.

FIG. 2 1s a block diagram of the process. Beginning at
block 100, the repeater 24 monitors all radio traific within its
reception area. The traific may be logged or recorded, for
example 1n a data file on a hard disk, magnetic tape, or other
suitable memory medium. The repeater 24 momitors all traffic
on all channels that 1t services, rather than just radio traffic
from trains 10 requesting assistance, 1 order to have an
accurate picture of the total channel loading.

The repeater 24 performs a running analysis on the moni-
tored radio traific (see block 102) to determine the level of
loading of each channel. The processor 28 may incorporate an
embedded radio traific model for this purpose. The repeater
examines 1nformation contained with the standard binary
coded messages described above 1n order to determine how
may trains that are linked, trying to link, and requesting
assistance from the repeater. For example, a link message will
contain a unique 1dentifier and 1s therefore representative of a
particular lead unit 14 A that 1s trying to link. Also, a com-
mand message and its corresponding response will also con-
tain unique 1dentifiers of both the lead umt 14A and the
remote unit 14B, and the pair of messages are therefore rep-
resentative of a particular train 10 which 1s linked. The num-
ber of link attempts and/or linked trains 10 can be compared
against a standard created from radio traific models and/or
empirical observations of communications channel capacity.

The repeater 24 may also be programmed to look for one or
more discrete markers of excessive channel loading. For
example, 1f the radio traific contains multiple link messages
or commands sent without corresponding replies, this 1ndi-
cates multiple retry attempts by lead units 14A. In an area
such as a rail yard, there should not be a lot of retries 1n the
absence ol channel congestion. Accordingly, an excess of
retry attempts may be flagged as a possible channel satura-
tion. Another discrete marker 1s the presence of help requests.
Help requests are similar to retry attempts 1n that they should
be relatively limited 1n number 1n an area such as a rail yard,
where lines of sight are generally good. The precise number




US 8,310,979 B2

S

of retry attempts or help requests which constitute a flag may
be determined 1n a number of ways to suit a particular appli-
cation, for example through empirical studies or through
theoretical models of the radio traffic.

At block 104, the repeater 24 tests channel loading against
a preset channel loading level. The preset limit may be a
simple count of the number of retry requests or help requests
occurring over a given time period. Alternatively, the limat
may be based on a theoretical or empirical model of the radio
traffic. For example, analysis may show that a channel can
support a maximum number of linked trains and/or a maxi-
mum number of link requests 1n a given time period. In any
case the purpose of the preset limit 1s to 1dentity a level of
radio traific at which the addition of repeater activity will
cause, or 1s likely to cause, channel saturation with attendant
blocking and loss of messages.

If the radio traific does not exceed the pre-set level, mes-
sage relaying at a nominal activity level (e.g., on demand) 1s
enabled (block 106) and the cycle repeats from block 100.

At block 108, if the channel loading exceeds the preset
channel loading limit, the repeater 24 takes one or more
actions to reduce the repeater activity level, so as to reduce the
channel loading and/or prevent additional loading. For
example, the repeater 24 may stop relaying messages that are
identified as low-priority messages while continuing to relay
other message trailic. One example of a low-priority message
would be a link command. Dropping link messages preferen-
tially helps ensure the highest quality communications to
already-established communications sessions. Multiple lev-
cls of message priority may be defined, with each level having
a corresponding category of response from the repeater 24.
For example, another, more restrictive action would be to stop
relaying all messages that are not of an urgent nature (e.g.,
penalty brake applications) or of emergency nature. In a
worst-case situation the repeater 24 may be programmed to
respond by stopping all message relay activity. Generally
speaking, 11 the channel loading 1s less than the predetermined
limait, the repeater relays messages over the wireless commu-
nications channel at a first activity level. If on the other hand
the channel loading exceeds the predetermined limit, the
repeater relays messages over the wireless communications
channel at a second activity level less than the first level.

The response strategy may be implemented 1n various
ways to suit a particular application. For example, the ditfer-
ence 1n the channel loading and the present limit may be
quantified and used to trigger different responses. For
example, 11 the channel loading were just beyond the preset
limait, then a mild response would be used, but 11 the channel
loading were substantially greater than the preset limit, a
stronger response would be used.

Alternatively, the repeater responses may be staged. In
other words, when the preset limit 1s first exceeded, the
repeater 24 may default to using a mild response while con-
tinuing to monitor radio tratfic. If the channel loading does
not improve in subsequent monitoring cycles, then the
repeater would proceed to a stronger response, ultimately
ceasing all message relay activity 1f necessary.

In any case, the repeater 24 may be programmed to send a
message over the communications channel or another wire-
less or wired communications route to a remote user at the
control tower 30, a central office, or other location indicating
that overloading has occurred, so that appropriate action can
be taken. The monitoring and analysis cycle repeats from
block 10.

Hysteresis or “deadband” may be incorporated in the chan-
nel loading testing at block 104 to prevent “hunting™ or a rapid
change 1n the repeater’s responses. For example, the preset
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limit may be expressed as a “stop repeating” limit and a
“continue repeating” limit, with the “stop repeating” limait set
at a higher channel loading than the “continue repeating”
limit. Furthermore, the “stop repeating” and “‘continue
repeating” limits may be user configurable over a given range.

The end result of the process described above 1s to reduce
the channel congestion on a particular communications chan-
nel due to multiple trains linking, arriving, and departing
within radio line-of-sight of the rail yard. This permits the
benellt of a repeater located 1n a rail yard or other congested
location, while mitigating 1ts possible drawbacks.

The foregoing has described a message repeater system
and a method for 1ts operation. While specific embodiments
ol the present invention have been described, 1t will be appar-
ent to those skilled in the art that various modifications thereto
can be made without departing from the spirit and scope of the
ivention. For example, while the message repeater has been
described 1n the context of operating a train 1n a rail yard, the
principles thereol are equally applicable to other types of
vehicles and communication systems. Accordingly, the fore-
going description of the preferred embodiment of the mnven-
tion and the best mode for practicing the ivention are pro-
vided for the purpose of illustration only and not for the
purpose of limitation.

What 1s claimed 1s:

1. A method of operating a distributed power repeater for a
train system, the method comprising:

(a) using the repeater, monitoring all radio traffic within a
reception range of the repeater on a plurality of wireless
communications channels serviced by the repeater to
relay messages comprising distributed power com-
mands between a plurality of transmitters and receivers
disposed on a plurality of trains for distributed power
control of the trains;

(b) using the repeater, determining a level of channel load-
ing on each of the channels;

(¢) using the repeater, comparing the level of channel load-
ing for each of the channels to a predetermined limait; and

for each of the channels,

(d) 11 the level of channel loading 1s less than the predeter-
mined limit, using the repeater to relay messages over
the channel at a first activity level;

(e) 1t the level of channel loading exceeds the predeter-
mined limit, using the repeater to relay messages over
the channel at a second activity level less than the first
activity level.

2. The method of claim 1 further comprising carrying out

steps (a)-(e) 1n a repeating cycle.

3. The method of claim 1 further comprising quantifying a
difference between an observed channel loading level and the
predetermined limit.

4. The method of claim 3 further comprising determining a
magnitude of the second activity level based on the difference
between the observed channel loading level and the predeter-
mined limat.

5. The method of claim 4 wherein the greater the degree to
which the channel loading exceeds the predetermined limut,
the tower the second activity level.

6. The method of claim 1 wherein the second activity level
corresponds to complete cessation of relaying messages.

7. The method of claim 1 wherein: the predetermined limit
comprises nonequal upper and lower limits, the comparison
of step (d) 1s carried out using the lower limit, and the com-
parison of steps (e) 1s carried out using the upper limat.

8. The method of claim 1 further comprising transmitting a
message to a remote user whenever the predetermined limait 1s
exceeded.
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9. The method of claim 1 further comprising;:

(a) recerving at least one help request from the one or more
transmitters, and

(b) determining the channel loading at least in part based on
the number of help requests occurring 1n a selected time
period.

10. The method of claim 1 further comprising:

(a) determining how often at least one of the transmitters
retries to send messages; and

(b) determining the level of channel loading at least 1n part
based on the number of retries occurring 1n a selected
time period.

11. The method of claim 1 wherein each of the messages 1s
uniquely 1dentifiable, the method further comprising deter-
mimng the level of channel loading at least in part by the
number of messages being sent 1n a selected time period.

12. The method of claim 1 wherein groups of related mes-
sages constitute identifiable communication sessions, the
method turther comprising determining the level of channel
loading at least 1n part by the number of simultaneous com-
munications sessions present.

13. The method of claim 1 further comprising carrying out
steps (a)-(e) 1 a repeating cycle, wherein it the level of
channel loading continues to equal or exceed the predeter-
mined limit over subsequent time cycles, despite operation at
the second activity level, the repeater reduces the magmitude
of the second activity level 1n subsequent cycles.

14. A distributed power repeater for a train system, the
repeater programmed to:

(a) monitor all radio traific on a plurality of wireless com-
munications channels serviced by the repeater to relay
messages comprising distributed power commands
between a plurality of transmitters and receivers dis-
posed on a plurality of trains for distributed power con-
trol of the trains;

(b) determine a level of channel loading on each of the
channels;

(¢) compare the channel loading of each of the channels to
a predetermined limait; and

for each of the channels,

(d) 1f the level of channel loading 1s less than the predeter-
mined limit, relay messages over the channel at a first
activity level; and

(e) if the level of channel loading exceeds the predeter-
mined limait, relay messages over the channel at a second
activity level less than the first activity level.

15. The repeater of claim 14 wherein the repeater 1s further

programmed to quantify a difference between an observed
channel loading level and the predetermined limiat.
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16. The repeater of claim 15 wherein the repeater 1s pro-
grammed to determine the magnitude of the second activity
level based on the difference between the observed channel
loading level and the predetermined limat.

17. The repeater of claim 16 wherein greater a degree to
which the level of channel loading exceeds the predetermined
limit, the further the repeater 1s programmed to lower the
second activity level.

18. The repeater of claim 14 wherein the second activity
level corresponds to complete cessation of relaying mes-
sages.

19. The repeater of claim 14 wherein the predetermined
limit comprises nonequal upper and lower limits, the com-
parison of step (d) 1s carried out using the lower limits; and the
comparison of steps (e) 1s carried out using the upper limat.

20. The repeater of claim 14 wherein the repeater 1s pro-
grammed to transmit a message to aremote user whenever the
predetermined limit 1s exceeded.

21. The repeater of claim 14 wherein the repeater 1s further
programmed to:

(a) recerve at least one help request from the one or more

transmitters, and

(b) determine the level of channel loading at least in part

based on the number of help requests occurring 1n a
selected time period.

22. The repeater of claim 14 wherein the repeater 1s further
programmed to:

(a) determine how oiten the one or more transmitters are

retrying to send messages; and

(b) determine the level of channel loading at least in part

based one the number of retries occurring 1n a selected
time period.

23. The repeater of claim 14 wherein each of the messages
1s uniquely identifiable, the repeater being programmed to
determine the level of channel loading at least in part by the
number of messages being sent 1n a selected time period.

24. The repeater of claim 14 wherein groups of related
messages constitute identifiable communication sessions,
and wherein the repeater 1s programmed to determine the
level of channel loading at least 1in part by the number of
simultaneous communications sessions present.

235. The repeater of claim 14 which 1s programmed to carry
out steps (a)-(d) 1n a repeating cycle, wherein 1f the level of
channel loading continues to equal or exceed the predeter-
mined limit over subsequent time cycles, despite operation at
the second activity level, the repeater 1s programmed to
reduce the magnitude of the second activity level 1 subse-
quent cycles.
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